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Welcome to the 
Learning Castle
Building an effective school is a challenge, 
and it's a challenge again each September.

SARA INGRASSIA

What if you're an elementary 
teacher, and a second-year 
principal challenges you to 

join the staff of a school smirkingly 
referred to as the armpit of the district? 
You could smile, say "No. thank you," 
and opt to stay in your pleasant position 
as teacher of gifted students. Or you 
could get caught up in his energy, his 
enthusiasm, his plans and accept the 
challenge.

So, challenge it was: become in 
volved in improving the effectiveness of 
an inner-city school that suffered from 
sagging plaster and sagging spirit. Kish- 
waukee, in Rockford, Illinois, serves 
about 500 K-6 students, mostly poor, 
many transient, and approximately 50 
percent minority (Spanish-speaking, 
black, Laotian, Native American).

A master plan began to take shape in 
the first weeks of the fall of 1980 as the 
strengths and weaknesses of the physical 
plant, the staff, the student body, and 
the community were inventoried. It 
looked simple enough on paper:

1. Administrative leadership: show it
2. Climate: improve it
3. Building philosophy: clarify it
4. Curriculum: teach it to every 

student in the school.

Administrative Leadership
From day one it was clear that the 
principal was an instructional leader as 
well as a building manager. The month 
ly staff meeting became an inservice 
session with content decided by the 
principal working with the Staff Devel 
opment Committee. Money was ear 
marked for expanding the professional
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library and for sending staff members to 
workshops and seminars that seemed 
helpful to the implementation of the 
master plan. Informal and voluntary 
"donut-holc" meetings were held before 
school once each week, giving an op 
portunity for staff and principal to dis 
cuss building concerns. A weekly memo 
to the staff noted workshops and suggest 
ed readings, often with a pertinent arti 
cle attached. An attempt to get materials 
out of closets, storerooms, and remote 
shelves and into the classrooms was 
fairly successful.

Early in the school year, each staff 
member wrote out goals for the year and 
outlined a month-by-month instruc 
tional plan for each major discipline. 
These were used as part of the classroom 
evaluation.

Responding to the many cries for help 
in solving severe behavioral and learn 
ing problems faced by teachers, the 
principal encouraged training in and 
adoption of the Teacher Assistance 
Team program (TAT).' Using the pro 
cess outlined in TAT an elected team of

three teachers works with any staff mem 
ber who requests aid in dealing with a 
student-centered problem. The teacher 
and the team brainstorm strategies that 
may help. The teacher then selects 
some and establishes short- and long- 
range goals. The team follows up in two 
to three weeks, noting progress (in 
which case congratulations are in order) 
or lack of progress (in which case they 
usually give it a second try). In this way, 
teachers at Kishwaukee now offer imme 
diate help to their colleagues.

Climate
Also from day one it was obvious that 
both the physical and the educational 
atmosphere of the building needed revi- 
talization. The physical plant an old 
three-story building with leaking roof, 
damp walls, ill-fitting windows, limited 
display space seemed beyond help. 
The principal started by rearranging the 
faculty workroom-lounge and brighten 
ing it up with plants, attractively ar 
ranged bulletin boards, mobiles made 
up of all the certificates available to
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teachers who wanted to reward and 
reinforce student behavior and achieve 
ment. The Building Committee (an 
elected representation of staff members) 
assigned teachers to change the hall 
bulletin board displays on a rotating 
basis. Tack strips were nailed up in and 
outside of classrooms to aid in display 
ing student work, which wouldn't stay 
taped to the damp, cracked walls.

The educational atmosphere was 
tackled with even more vigor. The first 
staff meeting and the early donut-hole 
get-togethers emphasized the need for a 
consistent discipline program, one ac 
cepted by administration, staff, and par 
ents. Assertive Discipline2 was the plan 
favored by most, and an opportunity was 
set up for all staff members to take the 
training. Five school rules were agreed 
upon and letters were sent to parents 
explaining the details. In addition 
teachers posted their classroom rules, 
with copies to the office and to parents. 
Positive reinforcement of successful or 
improved behavior was emphasized in 
addition to punishment for disruptive- 
ness. Many reward programs were estab 
lished, some building-wide, some in

individual classrooms. The staff was en 
couraged to be friendly, firm, and con 
sistent; to increase their level of expecta 
tions for both behavioral and academic 
success; and to reward that success en 
thusiastically and visibly.

Working with the Building Commit 
tee, the principal mounted several cam 
paigns slated to improve school spirit: 
Pick a Name for Our School (The 
Learning Castle); Pick a Name for Our 
Students (The Kishwaukee Kings); Pick 
a Name for Our Student Newspaper 
(News from the Castle); Pick a Mascot (a 
lion with a crown cocked on his curly 
mane). Ski caps were available in the 
school colors and T-shirts have been 
promised, bearing the lion's likeness.

Building Philosophy
A philosophy for educators must come 
from the educators themselves if it is to 
have any practical value. From the first 
it was intended by the principal, the 
Building Committee, and the Staff De 
velopment Committee that the school 
philosophy would be the basis for all 
policy decisions. Now, nailing down a

school philosophy is considerably more 
complex than nailing up a tack strip. 
Mustering its best research techniques, 
the Staff Development Committee pre 
sented a survey to the staff with every 
thing they thought might apply to dis 
covering what our teachers thought 
were the priorities for elementary 
schools in general and for our school in 
particular. They were asked to rate, 
rank, check off, and/or comment on 55 
separate items designed to clarify their 
ideas on teaching basic skills, values, 
and duty to society; promoting equal 
opportunity for the poor and for the 
bilingual; and considering the needs of 
the state, the staff, and the children 
enrolled. The Committee collated the 
information and gave it back to the staff 
for further consideration and com 
ments. Several rewritings followed and 
the result was our school philosophy 
(see Figure 1).

Curriculum
The principal and the staff were com 

mitted to the idea that all students can 
master the basic skills if expected to, 
encouraged to, and actively taught with 
whatever strategies and materials proved 
most effective. They came to believe 
that the school controls the conditions 
that lead to success. The old cop-outs 
about family background and environ 
ment and heredity and so on began to 
lose ground.

Clearly stated competencies and ob 
jectives for each major discipline will be 
developed, not to be in conflict with 
district guidelines, but to supplement, 
clarify, and prioritize them in light of 
our unique student population. A Read 
ing Committee is already at work on a 
two-year plan involving the entire 
school in designing the best reading 
program for our students.
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Evaluation
At this point in our attempt to upgrade 
the effectiveness of our school, we offer 
no statistics. We don't know if achieve 
ment scores have improved; we have no 
scores to compare Our school district's 
testing program is minimal: a standard 
ized test is given only to third and sixth 
graders annually. If an individual school 
wants to consistently measure the pro 
gress of its students, it must develop its 
own testing program. We arc in the 
process of doing that, starting with read 
ing. We will use a combination of 
standardized reading tests and the tests 
available to us through our basal scries.

We can't demonstrate that student 
motivation has improved or that atti 
tudes have changed. Many teachers 
"feel" that there has been an improve 
ment, others arc noncommittal, a few 
are skeptical.

The plaster still sags, but the spirit 
and enthusiasm of the staff seem to me 
revitalized. Yes, it's easy to backslide, or 
get too satisfied with what's already been 
accomplished. The administration and 
the staff have discovered there is no end 
to building an effective school. Each 
year is a new beginning. One thing only 
is certain: No school has to live with the 
"armpit of the district" label. The ability 
to work successfully with all children is 
there. D
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